CHAPTER VI
THE ROTARY CONVERTER

THE story of trie development of the transformer has
been told in earlier pages and told at some length because
of its immense importance in the electric art. It is now
well understood that the transformer is an instrument for
changing the voltages of alternating current, and so making
the current transmitted at one potential available for use
at another potential. It is a fundamental tool and has made
possible the prodigious development of the use of electricity
in the last quarter of a century. But the transformer was
not enough. To transmit electric energy over considerable
distances; high-potential alternating current must be used;
but there are many important uses for direct current which
alternating current does not meet. Moreover, in the dawn
of the alternating-current art there were great investments
in direct-current motors which would be sacrificed reluc-
tantly, if at all. For example, all electric railway work
was then direct current. The economic distance to which
direct current could be carried had not yet been fixed; but
it was already clear to the seeing eye that a great extension
of electric railroads would demand numerous power stations
to keep the generation of power within practicable distance
from its work if direct current were used. The same set
of facts was met in electric lighting and in various minor
uses of electric energy. So arose the problem of transmit-
ting energy by high-potential alternating current and con-
verting it for use into low-potential direct current. This
situation faced Westinghouse and his engineers, to com-